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For Paula, my parents, and all those who
showed me the way to Ithaca.


“Those who are only wise after the event
should hold their peace.”
Winston Churchill (1874-1965),
Prime Minister of Great Britain


“In war only what is simple can suceed.”
Paul Von Hindenburg (1847-1934),
German Marshall




Foreword


How to Win a War often made my mind drift as I was reading.


As Ignacio was comparing strategies, leaders, and soldiers from World War II with today’s corporate world, my mind instinctively conjured up parallel events from my past business experience, the current situations in my professional career, and the contemporary moves being taken by large, public companies navigating markets in full view of the media and their shareholder statements every day. My mind drifted not from boredom or distraction, but from fascination with the book’s direct links and application in my professional life.


Allowing our minds to draw a parallel between the dead soldier and the furloughed worker may seem a bit inhumane. However, it is comforting to know that for a large portion of today’s global society our competitive spirit these days can be exercised in the office or the boardroom rather than on the battlefield or in the bunker. Nevertheless, those of us who toil daily in suits and ties as well as skirts and blouses have much to learn from the successes and failures of those who have risked more than a career while facing their adversaries in camouflage and uniforms.


Ignacio challenges his readers to assume the roles of General, Admiral, and Commander-in-Chief on both sides of the last great global conflict, and asks “what would you do” faced with the given circumstances. His deep insight into the war on all fronts and its leaders, as well as his personal experiences in business around the world, have allowed him to deconstruct the events, leadership styles, cultural differences, and ultimately the causes that were decisive in tipping the scale in favor of the Allies rather than the Axis powers.


Should you listen to your customer service department when making strategic decisions? What can the battlefield teach us about entering a market slow, but fully prepared versus fast, and unprepared? How does our view and understanding of our competitors affect our success even before we’ve entered a market? The answers that World War II has provided to these questions might surprise and they will surely lift you up out of the trees so you can look down at the forest. Just be prepared to let your mind drift every now and then. That way you’ll be more prepared for the battle at 8am the next morning.


Jeremy Usher


Vice President


Europe, Middle East, & Africa


Earth Networks, Inc.




Introduction


What can the Second World War teach us? Is it possible to see Hitler as an efficient manager? What would a business colleague have to say about Churchill’s management style? Did US President Roosevelt take notice of the suggestions made by his marketing department?


This book is a history of the Second World War seen from a completely different point of view – that of the businessman. Because between 1939 and 1945 other kinds of managers were facing their challenges – an unprecedented crisis, a struggle for world markets, new technologies being used for the first time on a mass scale etc.


What was going through the leaders’ minds when they took decisions which led to thousands of deaths and unimaginable suffering? How did they react when faced with such unbearable stress? What were their thoughts? How were decisions taken? Were these exceptional men, or just nonentities overtaken by circumstances which were simply too much for them?


Working for a company can be seen as a kind of continuous review of past experiences, especially for those of us who are passionate about History. At the very least, there are so many similarities that it’s surprising that that the library shelves aren’t packed with books like this.


History is an inexhaustible source of examples applicable to the business world. This book is a history of the Second World War, but it is also about business management and contains lessons which I hope will be of use for everybody who works in a hierarchically structured organisation. Welcome to a journey through time which will reveal itself to be as up-to-date as this morning’s newspaper.




1


From the Bombing of Warsaw to the London Blitz


1. Unfortunate Poland


On the 1st of September 1939, at 4.45 am, Hitler invaded Poland. World War Two had begun. For the Polish commanders this was no surprise attack. Their General Staff had known for months that Germany was getting ready to invade them.


They were also perfectly well aware that Germany was much stronger than them, but they felt that their situation was not entirely hopeless, because they could rely on the support of two important partners, the British Empire and the French Republic. In 1939 both were global powers with vast colonial empires. In the wake of World War One they had taken on the responsibility to act as guarantors of the world order emerging from that conflict.


In short, all the Poles had to do was resist the German onslaught until France and Great Britain were in a position to attack Germany from the West.


Two strategies could be adopted in the defence of Poland. Strategy number one left the armies in a delicate position: they could be easily encircled, as it involved defending a 1,120 mile border, in an effort to protect industry, communications and large centres of population.


Strategy number two focussed on resistance along the major river valleys (the Vistula, the San and the Bug), fortifying these zones while awaiting the support of the British and French. The downside of this defensive action was that the Poles would lose the greater part of their industrial zones and some large population centres, while the plus was that it would mean they could continue to fight for a somewhat longer period of time.1


The Poles decided to attempt to defend the entirety of the national territory – the first strategy. And just like a nation-wide company striving to retain its position while yielding nothing when faced with the appearance of a huge multinational, Poland found itself staring at disaster. We all know that when, as in this case, reality is ignored so that prejudices Nor was the attitude adopted by the partners, France and Great Britain, of much help to the Poles in deciding on the right strategy. The governments of both powers gave the Polish High Command a false sense of security, claiming a response capacity based more on theoretical estimates than an accurate assessment of the situation.


Map 1.1 Invasion of Poland (1939): German attack and Polish options.
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In reality, their entry into the conflict was very half-hearted – they were in no hurry to open hostilities, revolted by the idea of having to accept casualties and being forced to take the initiative. The result of this lack of commitment was that mobilisation was slow, leaving unfortunate Poland in a very difficult position, with the partners thinking that perhaps Hitler would have second thoughts and withdraw before they were obliged to suffer losses.


The outcome was that while the German tanks were racing through Poland at speeds unknown until then, the situation on the border between France and Germany, while tense, was quite peaceful with no sign of hostilities between two nations between which war had just broken out. Civilian workers went about their duties as though nothing had happened.2


The course of history might have been very different if the Allies had been much quicker to respond, as the book Decisive Battles maintains: “Things could have been different if the French front line had launched attacks on the Rhine and the Ruhr (the German industrial zone near the French border). This was all the more certain during the first ten days of the Polish campaign, when at any given moment around 35 German divisions were faced by 110 French divisions.”3


There’s a valuable lesson to be learned from this for our day-to-day management problems. When we adopt a decision, we must be certain that we are going to be able to implement it to the maximum. If we fail to do so, we not only leave our partners in the lurch (our Polish allies: other departments, our customers, our staff, etc.), but we also leave ourselves open to disaster, as, indeed, was to be the case with France and Great Britain.


The rest is history. The Germans overwhelmed and trapped the Poles in three weeks, while the French were still moving troops up to their borders. Poland was finally stabbed in the back when the Russians invaded on September 17th. Where did the Russians spring from? It turned out that they had made a secret deal with the Germans to share Poland between them, so as not to cause any problems. Even so, it still never occurred to France or Great Britain to declare war on the Russians for having invaded Poland. They had enough on their plate with the Germans.


Warsaw fell on October the 3rd and the Russians and Germans divided the country for the fifth time in History (there was to be a sixth, in 1945, when once the war was over it would be Russians who would carve up the country just as they liked).


But why did Germany invade Poland in the first place? Many historians maintain that the Second World War had really begun 21 years before, at the end of the First World War (November the 11th, 1918). Germany had been dismembered and humiliated, Japan encouraged, Russia offended and the heart of Europe turned into a morass of ethnic tensions which would eventually be revealed as nothing more than one huge time bomb.


The 1929 crash brought a somewhat bizarre individual to power in 1933 by the name of Adolf Hitler. Under his leadership Germany embarked on a policy of rearmament and expansion whereby she began to take over German-speaking territories outside her own borders, in Austria and Czechoslovakia. France and Great Britain tolerated these occupations for a variety of reasons, but invading Poland was going too far, and despite that fact that Poland, too, had a large German-speaking population, a line had been drawn in the sand: crossing the Polish frontier would mean war. As we have seen, Germany picked up the gauntlet. Before long nearly all of the states would be at war.


2 The Führer’s First European Tour: Copenhagen-Oslo-The Hague-Brussels-Paris (1940)


With the Eastern Front settled, the Germans decided to remain on the offensive, and turned their attention to the Franco-British alliance. Hitler was keen to launch himself against the Western Powers as quickly as possible, but he made sure of the Northern flank first, and overran Denmark and Norway in order to be better prepared for the next throw of the dice: France.


The dilemma facing the German High Command at that time is exactly the same as that to be tackled by a company Board of Directors – who should we listen to, the experts or the innovators?


Experts are specialists in what they do all the time, professionals in their areas of expertise, using thought-processes hammered out through the length of their careers (“we must do the same thing, but do it better”, “must do the same thing, but do it cheaper”). Their solutions are usually better solutions to old problems.


Innovators are also usually professionals with wide experience, but they offer new solutions to old problems (“we can also meet the same challenge but by doing something different”). Experts tend to damn their solutions as risky, even though their very novelty often hides much more certain solutions.


Experts usually fail when their ideas do not work because the environment has changed and can no longer be dealt with using traditional thinking.


The cases are legion: top executives of huge multinationals who fail spectacularly when they try to launch their own entrepreneurial initiatives, or, even worse, failed product launches by companies with huge financial and human resources (the Harvard Business Review estimates the product launch failure rate at 90%).


In 1940 the German High Command proposed the Yellow Plan to attack the West. This was neither more nor less than a modern version of the 1914 invasion of France and consisted of destroying the allied army by entering through Belgium and advancing onto Paris (map 1.2). Basically, the strategy was to launch an offensive by turning around the northern flank, so that the Franco-German frontier could be avoided. In 1914 the Franco-German border was to be avoided because the bulk of the French army was concentrated there, and in 1940 because of the existence of the Maginot line, a costly and complex line of fortifications and defences which France had built along its borders with Germany and Italy after the First World War.


One innovator, Erich Von Manstein, had another plan (map 1.3). He knew that Germany ran the risk of a disaster similar to that of World War One, despite the fact that the army management was better prepared and had better tools available (tanks, aircraft, radio to coordinate attacks and keep the staff informed, etc.).


What did the experts think of innovator Von Manstein’s suggestions? Something along the lines of what the experts said in 1975 when Bill Gates predicted the presence of “a computer in every office and every home, and Microsoft in every computer.” In the words of Ken Olsen, the US engineer who founded DEC (Digital Equipment Corporation), at that time world leader in the IT world, “there is no reason for any individual to have a computer in his home.”4


Map 1.2 The Schlieffen Plan 1914 / Yellow Plan 1940.
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Fate played an important part in the events because, thanks to a series of coincidences, Hitler came to hear of Von Manstein’s ideas, and in a move to confirm his authority over the High Command, he decided to adopt the business plan proposed by the innovator.


So what was his proposal? In contrast with the advice of the High Command experts (or Board of Directors, if you like), Von Manstein suggested that the centre of gravity should be located in the southern wing, opening a front where the enemy was weakest. The German army would advance towards the English Channel instead of Paris, thus capturing the French and British in a deadly trap by means of a pincer movement.


The plan had the added advantage that the French and British experts would think that the Germans were going to repeat the 1914 move and would place the entirety of their armies in Belgium, thus leaving themselves open to being surrounded, if Manstein’s plan had worked.


Map 1.3 The Manstein Plan 1940.
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The weak point of the Allies’ layout was the Ardennes, a forested area with low mountains which both Allied and German experts considered unsuitable for armoured columns. If the Germans were fool enough to attempt an advance in that zone, the Allies felt that the artillery bombardment and other evidence of an offensive would give them sufficient time to react.


The Germans had one strong point in their favour. They were equipped with a very good product on which they could depend in their strategic development: the German Armed Forces.


As a general rule, a better product (a better Army in this case) does not automatically mean success (reach targeted market share, profitability or win a war) JVC was ahead of Sony when both companies came face to face in the analogue video format war. Sony had better technology and objectively the BETA system was superior to VHS, yet it was the latter system which triumphed and became universal. Something of this nature had occurred between 1914 and 1918 when the Germans, with a better product, were unable to win the war.


In 1940 the “classic” German army product (discipline, sense of duty, tenacity, initiative and competent officers) was reinforced by a new ingredient, a new method of fighting: The Blitzkrieg or the lightning war.


The Blitzkrieg strategy is based on three fundamentals:


1) Tanks, grouped in independent units, would advance en masse and become involved in their own battles without worrying about the infantry divisions which would be following at a distance, mopping up pockets left behind and consolidating the conquered territory. The armoured units were equipped with motor vehicles and supported by protected infantry (which was transported in armoured vehicles).


2) Once the tanks were deep in enemy territory they would no longer be supported in advance by the classical artillery bombardment, because this would slow down any advance. Artillery was now replaced by air support used on a huge scale to bomb enemy positions, interrupting communications and supply lines and preventing enemy reinforcements from being brought up.


3) Attacks were synchronised and coordinated by radio communications, since radios could be fitted in any vehicle or aircraft, and communications could be coded and decoded at high speed.


The result was a speed of advance never seen before, war at lightning speed, the Blitzkrieg!


The implementation of the Von Manstein business plan was placed in the hands of two officers. As Commander-in-Chief of the group of armies responsible for pressing home the main attack, an expert was chosen, Von Rundstedt, famous for his ability to see past the unnecessary, and the fact that he allowed his subordinate officers to act on their own initiative when required. In his memoirs, Von Manstein himself recalled that Von Rundstedt “a latent soldier who grasped the essentials of any problem in an instant. Indeed, he could concern himself with nothing else, being supremely indifferent to minor details.”5


In the front line of the armoured troops was Heinz Guderian, a genuine innovator. He had been one of the inventors and main theoreticians of Blitzkrieg, and in Poland he had been given the job of putting it into practice for the first time. Blitzkrieg was still a modern version of war involving troop movements, but with aircraft and tanks based on a set of concepts as useful for war as for our day-to-day business situations: concentration, manouver, speed, mission command and vision.


2.1 Concentration


There can never be too much strength at the crucial point. When a strategy is established, it is appropriate to choose a point of maximum force, maximum gravity, a pivotal point at which we can launch our resources and from where we dismantle the defences of the enemy at our leisure.


In order to achieve this maximum concentration of resources, it is sometimes necessary to strip other fronts, leave other troops without supplies, to make room, because anyone who is not prepared to do this will never be able to make himself sufficiently strong at the crucial point.


When Procter&Gamble sold its less profitable brands (Sunny Delight or the deodorant Sure), what it was doing was freeing up resources, concentrating its troops on the most promising fronts (the major growth segments, those with greater profitability potential, with fewer competitors). The same applies to the situations when Duracell or Braun growth stagnated, with less investment devoted to them so that other businesses could be favoured.6


One fine day their great competitor Unilever realised that it owned 1,600 brands, but 63% of its income came from a mere 50. What was the High Command’s decision? To concentrate resources on 40 brands, its so-called global brands (Dove, Knorr, Lipton, etc), which were supplied with huge amounts of resources to guarantee competitiveness at global level. The rest were classified into two groups: 360 were retained for the battle at the local level; while the remainder, 1,200 brands, were merged, sold off, removed from the catalogue, or simply allowed to die.7


Summing up, to achieve concentration you have to have a point of maximum force application: we need tree-trunks, not woodchips.


2.2 Manouvre


Break through the enemy’s defences and advance. Attack where he least expects you, or, at least somewhere where he’s not to be found. To achieve the desired breakthrough, both imagination and surprise are very desirable, but the essential condition is concentration.


In the case we’re looking at, manoeuvring, the Germans found a breakthrough point, where the German forces were concentrated, where the enemy least expected them, and where they were likewise at their weakest: the Ardennes.


A German proverb says that a chain lasts as long as the weakest link. Strangely, when we intend to launch a product to drive a competitor out of the market, the natural tendency of the initial impulse is to face him where he’s strongest. It’s as if we’ve been dazzled by his success and that makes us want to fight on his ground. We feel a need to come to grips, failing to realise that maybe, with a little imagination, we can cut budgets, investments and waste, and guarantee ourselves at least the minimum conditions for success.


The Honda case is interesting. When it began to sell its products in the USA, it preferred to ignore the huge automobile market (a profitable, developed and still expanding market, and one in which there were huge competitors). It made its move in a small niche market, motorcycles (easy to produce, fewer parts, and of less interest to the automobile industry) and began to work via small scale sales initiatives. By 2006 Honda was selling more than one million four hundred thousand four-wheel vehicles in the US and Canada.8


2.3 Speed


As long as we’re in motion, the enemy is paralysed, disorientated, finds it difficult to concentrate his resources in a definite location. As Guderian said in his memoirs, “The French found it difficult to direct their reserve corps as long as we were in motion”.9 Were the Germans headed for Paris or the English Channel? Constant motion is the key to preventing the opposition from knowing where we are, to avoid he can bring reinforcements from everywhere, for weakening and paralysing his defence system.


The fact is, that once the enemy knows where we’re going, he can establish fortifications and protect himself. And then something which could have been taken swiftly in one fast action ends up costing rivers of blood, sweat and tears.


Beyond that front which is stiff with obstacles and fortifications, crowded with competitors armed to the teeth, dug into their trenches and protected by their big guns, there are open spaces, uncluttered green fields where our tanks can speed through at twice the normal speed and with half the casualty rate. Out there is what W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne call the Blue Ocean (business ideas at this precise moment unknown), where there is no competition, where the water is not stained with the blood of struggling competitors, the blood which identifies the red oceans (high competition markets).


Of course, speed is risky – we have to leave our flanks unprotected, we may run out of fuel, we may be cut off from our bases, but these are calculated risks, risks we accept for the advantages we gain. Again, all too often taking no risks is the riskiest approach.


The history of business is littered with examples: any number of companies have started out to conquer markets at Blitzkrieg speed using unknown paths, occupying niche after niche, with negligible effort, driven only by the thought of how much they can press their sales forward each quarter.


The second you stop, your big competitors appear, with their welltrained teams of experts, their heavy financial artillery and their cashflow weaponry. Who could have imagined in 1997 that it would be Google and not Microsoft who would lead internet development? Once we’ve broken through the front, run, baby, run!


2.4 Mission command (delegation/empowerment)


Leaders must trust their staff, as they have to depend on their initiative, experience and knowledge. The Germans referred to this as mission tactics, Auftragstaktik, and management gurus re-christened it delegation of powers, or empowerment. Every soldier in the German army was trained to take over the duties of his superior officer, in order to be ready to do so should it become necessary.


Originally developed by the Prussian army in the nineteenth century and now the official NATO doctrine, mission command basically means that headquarters only establish the objectives of a mission, while it is up to the officers in the field to decide the best way to achieve them.


This doctrine not only contributed to the first and spectacular victories won by the Germans, but it also caused the destruction of Germany to be long drawn-out and expensive. The Germans revealed a remarkable ability to give a good account of themselves, often when seriously short of material and human resources. As we shall see, however, there were many serious opponents of this doctrine among the High Command experts, as well as the armies in the field, including the Führer himself (this was the title adopted officially by Adolf Hitler, literally “the Chief”).


Everybody who has ever held any position of responsibility in a company will have experienced interference from other members of the organisation, individuals who feel driven to give orders about the most petty of details, causing procedures to become inflexible, giving rise to misunderstandings, complicating operations and damaging results.


The duty of the best kind of manager is to ensure that his staff are suitably trained and adequately resourced, and to define strategic directions and objectives. But that kind of manager will also allow the troops in the field to take their own decisions. No general may allow himself to behave like a lieutenant, however much in the past he may have been the very best of lieutenants, the most prepared and the bravest. A general should allow his lieutenants to do their work while he concentrates on his – that is the guarantee of achieving the best results.


In 1974, Mohamed Yunus, a Bangladeshi businessman, felt moved to try to do something to lift his countrymen out of poverty, even though he might only be able to help a few of them. Flying in the face of the orthodox theories of experts, he decided to make personal unsecured loans of small sums of money to 43 women to give them an opportunity to undertake craftwork projects. His decision was to rely on these people to find the best way to pay the loan back, and assume that they would take responsibility for it.


The loans were paid off, and the interest generated now meant that further credit could be financed. By 1983 the project had grown to such a size that a bank had to be set up, what is now known as the Grameen Bank, the People’s Bank. By 1996 the bank was operating in 36,000 villages with 12,000 on the payroll. In a country where the loan repayment rate is barely 30%, the Grameen Bank boasts a rate of 98%.


In 2006 the Grameen Foundation, founded by the bank, had a presence in 22 countries and it is assessed that credit has been extended to 11 million people.


What is the secret? Self-employment is the objective of microcredit and rests on a philosophy: “Every human being is capable of achieving more than he himself realises, if he can only manage to liberate the energy trapped within himself by resignation and habit.”10 Mission command pure and simple.


2.5 Vision


Perseverance means never losing sight of our objectives and keeping true to the origin of the action and its purpose. We must strive to keep a clear view of our plan from the outset, and stay faithful to it to the end, to avoid chasing after too many objectives at once, overrating the initial success and giving up original intentions.11


As we shall see throughout this book, many successes have come to grief because the will of whoever was called upon to lead has flagged at the last moment, or because at a particular time the leader has been dazzled by successes, and has abandoned the main goal in order to attempt to secure other secondary objectives which appear more within reach.


“History has proved that nothing is more difficult in war that to adhere to a single strategic plan. Unforeseen and glittering promise on the one hand and unexpected difficulty or risk upon the other, present constant temptation to desert the chosen line of action in favour of another.”12


“In war, as in business, the true road to victory is not so much a matter of being successful; rather it is question of being unfazed by difficulties and setbacks.”13


The Spanish multinational Freixenet bottled its first sparkling wines in 1914. But it was really only in 1965, with the arrival of Josep Lluís Bonet, that the company began to develop in a systematic way. One of the growth paths was international expansion. In this area, Bonet felt that success would arise from control of the British market: “Whoever wins the Battle of Britain, wins the battle of the world.”14


He launched himself in this direction with a surge of activity and tenacity. For 20 years the company lost money through its British subsidiary until at last the market share was able to push the balance sheet into the black. By 2008, Freixenet was selling 200 million bottles in 150 countries, generating 70% of its income on international markets.15


But we must leave Freixenet’s Battle of England for the moment and return to the Battle of France in May 1940. On the 10th the Germans invaded the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg, thus launching the German offensive on the Western front.


With the agreement of all the experts, the Allied General Staff believed that this was a modern version of the 1914 plan. The Allied generals, World War One veterans all, believed that this time they would not be caught napping by the German advance.


“Frankly, we would be rather pleased if they launched an attack. We are ready for anything they can do”16 the British Chief of General Staff had declared shortly before. “This time we shall not be fighting in France as we did in 1914. We shall establish a front in Belgium itself, hold the line there and France will not be invaded,” the Franco-British General Staff experts reaffirmed.


The elite of the Allied army entered Belgium in search of the bulk of the German army. But they had plunged into the lion’s mouth, because on the 12th, Guderian and his armour crossed the Ardennes. 72 hours later there was a 50 mile breach in the Allied line. The Germans advanced without pausing for breath and all attempts to concentrate troops to hold the Germans back were shattered by the German air force, the fearsome Luftwaffe. The Allies were taken aback. Where were they headed? Paris? The Channel?


They would be enlightened soon enough: on May 18th a Panzer division (Panzer is the name the Germans gave to their armoured vehicles) reached the English Channel. The elite of the Allied troops were trapped. By the 26th of May the French and British troops were close to disaster. They had failed to mount a counterattack. Facing them were the Germans advancing across Belgium; behind them the terrible Guderian who, once he had reached the Channel, swiftly wheeled right in search of the Allied rear.


The Allies were left with just one possibility – to try to evacuate their troops by sea in a bid to minimise damage. The units concentrated around the port and beaches of Dunkirk, and the question in everybody’s mind was whether there would be time to escape before the Germans arrived. How many men could be saved? Maybe 50,000? If they couldn’t manage that, the war would be over before the summer. Only a miracle could save them from catastrophe (map 1.4).


And miracles happen. You just have to believe in them. Nagged by insistence of the High Command, the Führer lost touch with his vision at the crucial moment, and ordered Guderian to hold his tanks back. Hundreds of miles from the front, the experts were deciding what was the best way to press home the battle in the field, and their decision was to rein in Guderian’s war machine and let the troops who were advancing from Belgium finish the job.


Map 1.4 Allies defeated in Northern France (1940).
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There is no shortage of reasons for such a decision (regrouping forces, resting the troops, preventing counterattacks, etc.). This kind of dynamic will never change: “intelligent people can always come up with intelligent reasons for doing nothing”.17 48 hours later the order was countermanded, but it was too late, and it was all too obvious that ordering Guderian to rein in his advance had been a mistake.


During those two days the Allies had not wasted a moment and had managed to evacuate around 340,000 men, the bulk of the British Army, although they had been forced to abandon all their equipment (tanks, guns, vehicles, etc.) which would fall into the hands of the Germans.


Every day we have to take decisions, and it is not always easy to pick the right one. But once we have decided to follow a pathway, we must act with determination, regardless of the consequences. To hesitate is normal, but avoiding weakening and sticking to the strategy is usually the best way to ensure that victory does not slip away just when it is within our reach.


We can always think of a good reason to change our plans, always find an expert to advise caution, the kind of person who gets dizzy when they consider success. That’s when we should assess the situation and stay with the plan, particularly if progress is as expected, and stop our ears to the song of the siren. Successful leaders never throw dice – they take calculated risks, which is not the same as foolhardiness, because taking no risks is really the greatest risk.


Once the trap had been closed in the north, France’s fate was sealed: the Wehrmacht (theoretically the name given to all the German forces at the time, although normally used to mean just the Army) fell en masse on the remnants of the French Army, and it surrendered on June the 22nd 1940 (map 1.5).


Map 1.5 The Downfall of France (1940).
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In just one month German soldiers had achieved what their fathers had fruitlessly attempted for four years two decades before. And the human cost had been infinitely smaller – the whole campaign cost the Germans 45,000 dead and missing, while only the Battle of Verdun alone in 1916 had resulted in 100,000 dead.18


3 What to Do with a Sea Lion?


Once an armistice had been signed between France and Germany a very peculiar situation arose: neither Germany nor Great Britain knew what to do. France and Poland had fallen, Great Britain’s army was in a state of collapse and totally lacked equipment (all its materiel was still in France), so if Germany could manage to land its troops on the island, the war was probably over.


But the Third Reich (the third German empire, following the Holy Roman Empire and Bismarck’s empire), the name by which Hitler’s Greater Germany was known, had no idea how to go about invading England. In the first place, its fleet was too small to face the British Navy, but worse than that was the fact that its leader was a morass of doubts and had no clear idea what he wanted to do.


On the one hand, it was obvious that occupation of the British Isles was crucial if any effort at reconquest by the Americans was to be avoided and victory was to be conclusive. But Hitler thought that there was a chance of reaching a rapprochement with the British, leaving him a free hand in Europe, saving him the work of an invasion. On the basis of this kind of thinking he put off making a decision until mid-July.


In actual fact, the most serious aspect of the German forces’ situation was that their structure had no place for any high-level thinkers, apart from Hitler, focussing on defining clear strategic lines. And as far as Adolf Hitler himself was concerned, he had no technical background (his military experience consisted of courageous service as a corporal in World War one) and he lacked the time and training for the thinking that was required.


To make matters worse, it turned out that the plans of the German High Command’s top experts were short term, with limited aims. Nobody had foreseen what to do, nor were there any proposals to be put to Hitler once Poland and France had fallen.


Once the war was over, both sides realised that Germany had no united and efficient control apart from Hitler. In his memoirs, Winston Churchill makes an eloquent summary: “The German High Command was very far from being a coordinated team working together with a common purpose and a proper understanding of each other’s capabilities and limitations. Each wished to be the brightest start in the firmament.”19


In order to maintain a vision, the only thing which is really essential is that you must have one. And to achieve that, the crucial issue is that there should be united command or one single head and one single direction. That head must have the ability to observe, analyse and finally to execute the plan in the face of unexpected difficulties and potential opportunities. This requires time and dedication.
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